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Abstract 
 
Stillbirth is without question one of the most devastating experiences of grief for 
parents and families. The death of a baby is also a distressing experience for 
healthcare professionals who share hopes of a live healthy baby at the end of 
pregnancy. It is a sad reality however, that in Ireland one in 238 babies will die 
before birth. The creation and nurture of new life in pregnancy is a spiritual 
experience as a new baby is at the same time experienced and anticipated. There is 
little in the published literature concerning the spiritual impact of stillbirth on 
healthcare chaplains who are the main providers of spiritual care for parents and staff 
colleagues in Irish maternity units. In addition there are few qualitative studies that 
explore the impact of stillbirth on consultant obstetricians and no published studies 
on the spiritual impact of stillbirth on bereaved parents. 
 
This study explored the spiritual and professional impact of stillbirth on Irish 
maternity healthcare chaplains, consultant obstetricians and bereaved parents. 
Following an overall review of spiritual care provision following stillbirth in the Irish 
maternity services, thematic analysis was used in the first phase of the study 
following in-depth interviews with maternity healthcare chaplains. Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis was used in the second and third phases with consultant 
obstetricians and bereaved parents respectively. The data from both maternity 
healthcare chaplains and consultant obstetricians revealed that stillbirth posed 
immense personal, spiritual and professional challenges. Chaplains expressed the 
spiritual and professional impact of stillbirth in terms of perception of their role, 
suffering, doubt and presence as they provided care for bereaved parents. A review 
of spiritual care provision in the Irish maternity services revealed a diversity of 
 xxv 
practice. The data from consultant obstetricians identified considerable personal, 
professional and spiritual impact following stillbirth that was identified in 
superordinate themes of human response to stillbirth, weight of professional 
responsibility, conflict of personal faith and incongruence between personal faith and 
professional practice.  
 
Data from bereaved parents revealed that stillbirth was spiritually challenging and all 
parents expressed that stillbirth posed considerable challenge to their faith/ belief 
structure. The parents of only three babies felt that their spiritual needs were 
adequately addressed while in hospital. The data had six superordinate themes of 
searching for meaning, maintaining hope, importance of personhood, protective care, 
questioning core beliefs and relationships. Other findings from the data from 
bereaved parents outlined the importance of environment of care and 
communication. 
 
This study has revealed the immense impact of stillbirth on healthcare chaplains, 
consultant obstetricians and most especially the spiritual impact for bereaved parents. 
Recommendations are made for improvements in clinical and spiritual care for 
bereaved parents following stillbirth and for staff wellbeing and support initiatives. 
Further research areas are recommended in the areas of spiritual care, theological 
reflection, bereavement care, post-mortem consent procedures and staff 
wellbeing. 
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Appendix 3 Study letters of invitation 
3.1 Letter of invitation -healthcare chaplains  
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3.2 Letter of invitation -consultant obstetricians  
 
 
Cork University Maternity Hospital, 
Health Service Executive, 
Wilton, 
Cork. 
Thursday 14 June 2012 
A study of the views of Consultant Obstetricians  
and how they care for families following stillbirth. 
Dr (Name) 
Consultant Obstetrician & Gynaecologist 
Cork University Maternity Hospital, 
Wilton, Cork 
Dear (Name), 
As a Healthcare Chaplain, I am undertaking some study in the Department of Obstetrics & 
Gynaecology at Cork University Maternity Hospital/ University College Cork exploring the 
spiritual and pastoral aspects of stillbirth. As part of this study I would like to explore the views of 
Consultant Obstetricians and how they care for families following stillbirth. This study is being 
supervised by Dr Keelin O’Donoghue .  
The purpose of this aspect of my study is to explore the views and perceptions of a cross-section 
of Consultant Obstetricians and Gynaecologists concerning the care they provide for parents 
following stillbirth. Thank you for agreeing to participate. It is very much appreciated. 
Participation in this study is voluntary and all information gathered will be anonymised to protect 
the identity of each participant. As this study is being supervised by a fellow clinician all 
identifying data including who participates in the study will remain confidential to Daniel Nuzum 
alone.  
Please find enclosed copy of the information leaflet and a Consent Form and I look forward to 
meeting with you on Monday 25 June  to conduct the interview.  
If you would like to speak with me about any aspect of this review please do not hesitate to 
contact me at (021) 4920500 or by email at daniel.nuzum@hse.ie  
If you would like to speak with Dr O’Donoghue about any aspect of this study she may be 
contacted at (021) 4205019 or by email at k.odonoghue@ucc.ie 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this work which we hope will deepen and 
enhance the care we provide for families following stillbirth. 
Yours Sincerely, 
Daniel Nuzum      Dr Keelin O’Donoghue 
Healthcare Chaplain    Senior Lecturer   
Consultant Obstetrician & Gynaecologist 
Women, babies and their families are the centre of our service as we strive for 
excellence and innovation.
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3.3 Letter of invitation -bereaved parents  
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Appendix 4 Study Information Sheets 
4.1 Study information sheet -healthcare chaplains  
 
Participant Information Sheet 
A review of pastoral and spiritual care provision and practice following stillbirth in 
maternity facilities in Ireland 
Version 1/2012 
20/02/2012 
Please Read Carefully Before Signing Informed Consent 
 
Invitation to take part in a research study:  You have been invited to take part in a review 
entitled “A review of pastoral and spiritual care provision and practice following stillbirth in 
maternity facilities in Ireland”. The study is being conduct by Dr. Keelin O Donoghue of Cork 
University Maternity Hospital, as well as Daniel Nuzum and Sarah Meaney,  
 
What is my role? 
You will meet with either Daniel Nuzum or Sarah Meaney for an interview which should last 
approximately 60 minutes at a time and place that is most convenient for you. You will then be 
asked to speak about your ministry and the provision of pastoral and spiritual care following 
stillbirth and your perceptions about the spiritual and pastoral needs of parents and how we 
might best meet those needs in ministry. 
   
What are the benefits and risks? 
The focus of this review is to identify, acknowledge and hopefully to improve the overall level 
of pastoral and spiritual care that is provided to families based on best practice and the sharing 
of experience and insight. There are no personal risks in participating in this study. The 
importance of confidentiality will be maintained by the anonymising of the data collected so 
that no individual person or maternity facility will be identified.  
 
Can I change my mind? 
If, at any point, and for any reason, you wish to withdraw, then you may do so.  
 
What happens to the information? 
Any information that we obtain from this study about you, including your name, and your 
place of ministry will be confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties. Interviews will 
be digitally recorded and will be anonymised when they are transcribed. The digital recording 
will then be deleted and the written transcripts will be stored securely at Cork University 
Maternity Hospital. The written transcripts will be identified by an interview number to 
maintain confidentiality. 
 
Do I have to sign anything? 
Yes, if you agree to participate we will ask you to sign a Consent Form.  This is to show that 
you have understood what is involved and that you have read the Information Sheet.  Please be 
aware that even though you may sign the consent form you can still withdraw from the study 
at any time.   
 
If you have any questions or would like further information, please feel free to contact Dr 
Keelin O’ Donoghue (021- 4205019) or via e-mail k.odonoghue@ucc.ie or Daniel Nuzum 
at (021) 4920500 or by email at daniel.nuzum@hse.ie 
 
If you have any concerns about this study and wish to contact someone independent you may 
contact:  the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of the Cork Teaching Hospitals at 021-
4345599.  
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Participant Information Sheet
A study of the views of Consultant Obstetricians 
and how they care for families following stillbirth
Version 02/2012.   23/05/2012
Please Read Carefully Before Signing Informed Consent
Invitation to take part in a research study:  You have been invited to take part in a study 
exploring the views of Consultant Obstetricians and how they care for families following 
stillbirth. The study is being conducted by Dr. Keelin O’Donoghue of Cork University 
Maternity Hospital, as well as Daniel Nuzum and Sarah Meaney
What is my role?
You will be invited to meet with  Daniel Nuzum for an interview which should last 
approximately 30 minutes at a time and place that is most convenient for you. You will then 
be asked to speak about your experiences of stillbirth as a clinician, how you care for families 
following stillbirth, your perceptions about the needs of parents and how we might best meet 
those needs.
  
What are the benefits and risks?
The focus of this study is to identify, acknowledge and hopefully to improve the overall level 
of care that is provided to families based on best practice and the sharing of experience and 
insight. There are no personal risks in participating in this study. The importance of 
confidentiality will be maintained by the anonymising of the data collected so that no 
individual person will be identified. As the principal Investigator is a fellow Consultant 
Obstetrician, all identifying information, including who participates in the study will remain 
confidential to Daniel Nuzum alone.
Can I change my mind?
If, at any point, and for any reason, you wish to withdraw, then you may do so. 
What happens to the information?
Any information that we obtain from this study about you, including your name, will be 
confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties. Interviews will be digitally recorded 
and will be anonymised when they are transcribed. The digital recording and the written 
transcripts will be stored securely at Cork University Maternity Hospital. The written 
transcripts will be identified by an interview number to maintain confidentiality.
Do I have to sign anything?
Yes, if you agree to participate we will ask you to sign a Consent Form.  This is to show that 
you have understood what is involved and that you have read the Information Sheet.  Please 
be aware that even though you may sign the consent form you can still withdraw from the 
study at any time.  
If you have any questions or would like further information, please feel free to contact 
Dr Keelin O’ Donoghue (021- 4205019) or via e-mail k.odonoghue@ucc.ie or Daniel 
Nuzum at (021) 4920500 or by email at daniel.nuzum@hse.ie
If you have any concerns about this study and wish to contact someone independent you may 
contact:  the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of the Cork Teaching Hospitals at 
021-4345599. 
4.2 Study information sheet -consultant obstetricians  
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4.3 Study information sheet -bereaved parents  
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Appendix 5 Consent Forms 
5.1 Consent form -healthcare chaplains  
 
  
Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, 
Cork University Maternity Hospital, 
Wilton, Cork.   
Participant Information and Informed Consent Form 
Version 1/2012 
20/02/2012 
1 
Date:      Name: _____________________  
Study ID: _________                 Principal Investigator : Dr. Keelin O’Donoghue.   
 
You are being asked to participate in a review to identify the provision of pastoral and 
spiritual care to families following stillbirth.  The purpose of this review is to identify 
existing pastoral practice in this area and to collate information about the provision of 
pastoral and spiritual care to families following stillbirth.  
 
In order to decide whether or not you would like to be a part of this review, you should 
understand enough about its risks and benefits to make an informed judgement.  This 
process is known as informed consent.  This consent form gives detailed information 
about the review process, which will be discussed with you.  Once you understand the 
nature of the review, you will be asked to sign this form if you are happy to participate. 
 
We would like to discuss with you what practices are currently in place for parents who 
experience stillbirth, what you think are the greatest spiritual and pastoral needs of 
parents following stillbirth and areas where you feel we could make improvements in the 
care we provide as chaplains and pastoral carers.  Only one discussion is needed which 
will take approximately 60 minutes to complete and at a time and venue that is most 
convenient for you.  The discussion will be digitally recorded and subsequently analysed 
by a researcher.  Following completion of the interview, you cannot be identified and the 
information you provide will be treated in confidence. The information will be treated in 
the same way that the National Perinatal Epidemiological Centre (NPEC) treats 
information concerning perinatal mortality so that no individual hospital will be 
identified.   
Participation in this review is voluntary.  You are free to refrain from participation in this 
review or to withdraw from the review at any time. 
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Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, 
Cork University Maternity Hospital, 
Wilton, Cork.   
Participant Information and Informed Consent Form 
Version 1/2012 
20/02/2012 
2 
 
 
Agreement to Consent 
 
The research project has been fully explained to me.  I have had the opportunity to ask 
questions concerning any and all aspects of the project and any procedures involved.  I 
am aware that participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw my consent at any time.  
Confidentially of records concerning my involvement in this project will be maintained in 
an appropriate manner.  When required by law, the records of this may be reviewed by 
government agencies. 
 
I, the undersigned, hereby consent to participate as a subject in the above described 
project conducted at the Cork Teaching Hospitals.  I have received a copy of this consent 
form for my records.   
 
If I have any queries about the study procedure I can contact Dr. Keelin O’ Donoghue at 
021- 4205019.  If I have any questions concerning my rights in connection with the 
research, I can contact the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of the Cork Teaching 
Hospitals at 021-4345599.   
 
After reading the entire consent form, if you have no further questions about giving 
consent, please sign where indicated. 
 
 
Signature of Subject: _______________________ Date: _______________ 
Witness: _________________________________ Date: _______________ 
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Anu Research Centre 
Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, 
Cork University Maternity Hospital, 
Wilton, Cork.   
Participant Information and Informed Consent Form 
Version 2/2012. 23/05/2012 
Date:      Name: ________________________  
Study ID: [ECM 4 (pp) 06/03/12]  Principal Investigator : Dr. Keelin O’Donoghue.   
You are being asked to participate in a study to explore how Consultant Obstetricians 
care for families following Stillbirth. This is part of a wider study exploring the provision 
of pastoral and spiritual care to families following stillbirth.  The purpose of this study is 
to identify existing practice in this area and to confidentially explore how clinicians feel 
about caring for families following stillbirth. You will be interviewed by Daniel Nuzum 
and as the Principal Investigator is a Consultant Obstetrician your information including 
your participation in this study will remain confidential to Daniel Nuzum alone. 
In order to decide whether or not you would like to be a part of this review, you should 
understand enough about its risks and benefits to make an informed judgement.  This 
process is known as informed consent.  This consent form gives detailed information 
about the study, which will be discussed with you.  Once you understand the nature of the 
study, you will be asked to sign this form if you are happy to participate. 
We would like to discuss with you what training you have received in the care of families 
following stillbirth, how comfortable you feel about caring for families following 
stillbirth, areas where you feel you might be better enabled to care and areas where you 
feel we could make improvements in the care we provide in a multidisciplinary caring 
environment.  Only one discussion is needed which will take approximately 30 minutes 
to complete and at a time and venue that is most convenient for you.  The discussion will 
!1
5.2 Consent form -consultant obstetricians  
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be digitally recorded and subsequently analysed by a researcher.  Following completion 
of the interview, you cannot be identified and the information you provide will be treated 
in confidence. Participation in this review is voluntary.  You are free to refrain from 
participation in this review or to withdraw from the review at any time. 
Agreement to Consent 
The research project has been fully explained to me.  I have had the opportunity to ask 
questions concerning any and all aspects of the project and any procedures involved.  I 
am aware that participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw my consent at any time. 
Confidentiality of records concerning my involvement in this project will be maintained 
in an appropriate manner.  When required by law, the records of this may be reviewed by 
government agencies. 
I, the undersigned, hereby consent to participate as a subject in the above described 
project conducted at the Cork Teaching Hospitals.  I have received a copy of this consent 
form for my records.   
If I have any queries about the study procedure I can contact Dr. Keelin O’ Donoghue at 
021- 4205019.  If I have any questions concerning my rights in connection with the 
research, I can contact the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of the Cork Teaching 
Hospitals at 021-4345599.   
After reading the entire consent form, if you have no further questions about giving 
consent, please sign where indicated. 
Signature of Subject: __________________________ Date: _______________ 
Witness: ____________________________________ D ate: _______________
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5.3 Consent form -bereaved parents  
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Appendix 6 Thematic Coding -bereaved parents 
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Appendix 7 Reflective Journal 
7.1 Reflective Journal –healthcare chaplain  
 
Chaplain was interviewed in private office at place of work on 23 April 2012  
Casual informal conversation on way to office and atmosphere was relaxed. 
Chaplain was very open about how difficult she finds caring for parents following 
stillbirth. Has received no training and ‘learned on the hoof’.  
Became tearful as she recalled a situation with a bereaved couple and how they 
expressed anger to her. Tearful as she recalled the sense of privilege it is to care for 
bereaved parents ‘they teach me so much’. All I offer is myself, both arms hanging, I 
do’ hide behind charts etc… Strong sense of personal identity in ministry -bringing 
presence and hope. 
Spoke of her own loss and how this influences how she cares and this this is 
probably what brought her into this work. 
Sense of frustration and strong feeling expressed about a hospital matter (the 
following day she telephoned me to ask that this section be removed from the 
transcript as she felt she had said too much and was worried that it might be taken 
out of context. This section was removed as requested) 
Theological themes of sadness, incarnation, immanence, soteriology, after-life, 
baptism, theodicy, abandonment: ‘My God where are you?’ 
I found this interview very demanding as chaplain became angry, feeling defensive 
about role and sense of place in team, isolation, carries burden of work home, finding 
new strategies to deal with stress… 
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7.2 Reflective Journal  -consultant obstetrician  
Consultant interviewed in private office at CUMH on 22 June 2012  
Consultant appeared somewhat nervous at the beginning of the interview 
 
During interview consultant spoke of own personal experience and became very 
tearful and got up to check that door was locked. (I felt the consultant was 
embarrassed by this.) 
I offered to stop the recording and he/she agreed. There followed ten minutes of 
private supportive pastoral conversation during which he/she spoke of personal loss 
and experience. This was tearful. I provided pastoral support.  
Strong feelings about colleagues were expressed: anger, frustration that some do not 
‘pull their weight’ and leave the difficult situations to others. ‘Some people have a 
blessed life’. Feels need to protect bereaved parents from some colleagues as they are 
insensitive (This was spoken quietly). 
 
Strong feelings of isolation and loneliness were expressed.  
Pulls over in the car on the way home to cry when upset, isolation (can not talk about 
this at work or at home). 
Loves seeing new babies and goes to visit a new baby to cheer up during a bad day 
Theological concepts: theodicy, anger, ‘just part of life’ yet strong expressions of 
injustice and suffering  
I was not expecting this interview to be so emotional so it caught me off-guard. I as 
in a dual role as researcher and chaplain.  
Consultant very appreciative of my care and sensitivity and opportunity to share their 
story 
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7.3 Reflective Journal -bereaved parent  
Couple interviewed at their home on 08 August 2012. 
Mid-afternoon in their living room. 
Warm welcome from both X & Y. (X = Mother, Y = Father Z= Baby) 
 
X contributed most in the first part of the interview. Y was quiet but appeared 
nervous. Y sat at opposite end of a couch from his partner and was restless.  
 
X spoke very openly about their journey and her sense of loss following baby Z’s 
diagnosis of skeletal dysplasia. Importance of memories.  
 
Strong feelings of anger and frustration about scanning experiences: lack of trust 
expressed by both X & Y. They felt information was being withheld. Y was angry 
about this ‘you’ve known this for weeks and didn’t tell us’. They also found it 
upsetting to have to retell their story in hospital several times ‘Have you not read our 
notes’. Not feeling cared for. Body language was tense.  
Y became very emotional when speaking about baby Z and how he felt a lack of 
connection with him during pregnancy. At one point Y left the room in tears as he 
shared this part of his story and went outside and returned about 5 minutes later.  
 
It became obvious to me during the interview that this couple does not talk openly 
about their experiences or about baby Z. This was a tearful awareness for both. I 
sensed a breakthrough here for this couple as their body language expressed a new 
intimacy as they moved closer to each other on the couch and then held and hugged 
each other following this part of the interview. 
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Feelings expressed were: Sadness, anger, disconnect, regret, annoyance, love, envy, 
protection. 
 
Theological concepts: Hope, theodicy, ongoing connection/communion, signs and 
symbols (feathers, grave) other child sense of presence in house), relationship, 
eschatology/ reconnection, where is spirit now?  
 
Following the interview (not recorded) both shared experiences of hospital staff 
leaving voicemail messages on a Friday evening and this caused them to worry all 
weekend… 
 
Personal feelings: I found this interview intense as raw grief was expressed 
especially by Y who was very upset. I felt their palpable sadness as they spoke about 
the short life of baby Z.  
I was aware of my own feelings of frustration about some aspects of their care and 
experience. A number of things raised left me with a feeling that ‘we could have 
done better’. Much learning about communication, staff interaction, differences in 
grieving styles. I was able to bracket the awareness of my feelings so that I could 
engage with the couple during the interview.. 
 
 
 
 
 
